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Introduction: 
 
Thurston County operates one of three publicly owned ORV sports parks in the state.  
The other two facilities are located in Spokane County (owned by Spokane County and 
operated by a private vendor), and the Tri-Cities area (owned and operated by the City 
of Richland).  These sports parks offer recreational opportunities in a structured, track 
environment for motocross, 4X4s, and other off-road vehicles.   
 
Thurston County has operated the ORV sports park at a facility west of Olympia since 
the late 1970s.  In 2002, the Thurston County ORV Park received approximately 33,000 
user visits.  Funding for this park has come from NOVA Program maintenance and 
operation (M&O) grants, NOVA Program capital grants, and fees and revenues 
generated by the users and events at the park.  This funding has not, however, always 
covered the level of management desired by the County, nor the costs associated with 
law enforcement, medical response, legal challenges, and other county management 
services. 
 
In 2002 Thurston County closed the park citing a need to maintain and improve parks 
that benefited local citizens.  The decision also seems to have been driven by liability 
concerns following the deaths of two individuals at the ORV Park.  
 
At the urging of the IAC as well as the user groups, Thurston County has been 
evaluating the merits and costs of reopening the ORV Sports Park.  As part of that 
evaluation, the County has prepared a budget for what they feel is needed to 
responsibly manage the park.  A decision to reopen has not yet been made by the 
County.  The County’s decision is contingent on several decisions to be made by the 
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IAC on funding, grant processes, and several other issues that have potential policy 
implications for the other ORV sports parks as well as other IAC grant programs.   
 
Policy Issues or ramifications for review by the IAC: 
 
• Should the IAC raise or remove the current $200,000 per ORV sports park biennium 

funding limit for NOVA M&O grants? 
 
• What is an appropriate level of NOVA funding for ORV sports parks? 
 
• Does the NOVA program have a responsibility to assist with rising liability insurance 

costs for these unique park facilities? 
 
• Does the unique nature of these facilities warrant extending the NOVA grant period 

from the current one or two year grant to a four-year period or longer?  
 
• For this type of unique statewide facility, should the NOVA program consider a non-

competitive grant process for M&O grants and/or for capital grants? What impact 
might a decision modifying the competitive process or length of grants have on other 
NOVA funding proposals? 

 
• How should the IAC address the conversion or obsolescence of such a facility, when 

the costs of upkeep and maintenance, especially liability insurance, may not warrant 
continued investment? 

 
• What impact might a decision on the Thurston County ORV Sports Park have on the 

funding for the other ORV sports parks?   
 
• What impact, if any, would a decision to not continue funding the Thurston County 

ORV Sports Park have on the County’s previous grant obligations, in this and other 
grant programs? 

 
 
Background: 
 
Property Description:  
 
The Thurston County ORV Park is a 150-acre site located along State Highway 8, west 
of Olympia.  Approximately 75 acres are located in Thurston County and 75 acres in 
Grays Harbor County.  The majority of the ORV recreation facilities are located in 
Thurston County, however, the ORV flat track and the newly constructed storm water 
retention facilities are located in Grays Harbor County.  The sports park abuts the DNR 
managed Capitol State Forest and provides additional trailhead access to that area for 
ORV recreation.  Attachment A shows the development site plan for the ORV Park. 
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Property Acquisition:  
 
The property was acquired at the request of Thurston County with the assistance of 
Washington State All-Terrain Vehicle (ATV) fuel tax revenues and vehicle permit fees.  
The ATV program was the predecessor to the ORV Program (1978) and the NOVA 
Program (1986).   Based on a 1979 ATV Account Financial Report, Thurston County 
received $450,937 and Grays Harbor County received $350,678 from the ATV Account 
for the original acquisition, development, and management of the facility.  
 
ORV Sports Park Facilities: 
 
Prior to acquisition by the Counties, the property had been developed by a private 
operator as an ORV facility.  Currently the ORV sports park includes:  
 

• 4x4 track  • Flat track • Playground 
• Caretakers residence  • Grandstand • Maintenance buildings 
• Campground  • Meeting hall • Restroom facilities 
• Concession stand • Motocross track • Sand drag strip 
• Fencing • Parking • Storm water facilities 

 
 
ORV Use at the Facilities: 
In 2001, Thurston County held 24 events at the ORV Park.   In 2002, Thurston County 
reported 26 events.  The type of events held at the facility include:  ATV safety classes, 
motocross races, 4x4 play-days, flat track activities, go-karts races, special events 
(equipment demos), trail events (poker run and rally), etc.  The tables below show the 
park use and revenues during the 2002 season. 

 
Park Use (April 1st  – October 30th)  Revenue (April 1st – October 30th) 

Event spectators 5,758 Day use practice fees $87,168
Event participants 7,912 Camping $19,752
Day users 10,896 Concession $22,938
Campers 8,343 Events $56,811
Total Use 32,909 Total Revenue $168,669
 
 
Park Operation and Management:  
The ORV sports park has been operated and maintained by the Thurston County Parks 
and Recreation Department since the late 1970’s.  Thurston County and Grays Harbor 
County have an Intergovernmental Agreement that governs their relative responsibilities 
with the ORV Park.  The agreement was last updated on December 15, 1981.  Key 
elements of the agreement include: 
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• Thurston County will operate and maintain the facility. 
• Title to the real property and all improvements constructed shall vest in the county in 

which they are located. 
• Grays Harbor County could sponsor up to 50% of the events at the ORV Park. 
• Each October, Thurston County is to develop a preliminary budget for the ORV Park 

and forward that budget to Grays Harbor County for review and recommendations. 
 
Attachment B shows all the M&O grants that Thurston County has received from the 
IAC since 1978.  In summary, Thurston County received seventeen ORV M&O grants 
with a total value of $2,790,041.  Capital equipment such as trucks, mowers, and earth 
moving equipment can be purchased with ORV M&O dollars.  The County currently has 
approximately $100,000 of capital equipment in its inventory that was purchased with 
ORV fund assistance.  Typical M&O costs include: salaries and benefits, insurance, 
utilities, equipment use, equipment repair, supplies, rentals, capital equipment 
purchases, etc.  Grays Harbor County has never applied for M&O grants. 
 
Park Capital Development:   
Attachment C shows all the Capital Development grants that Thurston County has 
received from the IAC since 1978.  (Grays Harbor County has not applied for Capital 
Development grants.)  In summary, Thurston County has received fourteen ORV 
Capital Development grants from IAC with a total value of $1,675,229.  A large portion 
of the development funds went into renovating the facilities in place in the 1970’s rather 
constructing new facilities.  
 
Contractual obligations between IAC and Thurston County 
Twelve of the fourteen Project Agreements signed by IAC and Thurston County for 
capital development grants include contractual language that restricts conversions of 
use of the facility or closure of the facility. 

• Nine of the fourteen Project Agreements allow Thurston County to close or convert 
the site to other uses if approved by IAC, as long as any revenues resulting from 
the conversion revert back to IAC. 

• Two of the fourteen Agreements had no restrictions on conversions or closures. 
• Three of the fourteen Agreements require Thurston County (if approved by IAC) to 

replace any converted or loss opportunities with other similar opportunities. 
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Proposal by Thurston County 
 
On March 2, IAC received a letter dated 2/27/04 from the Thurston County 
Commissioners expressing their desired conditions for operating the ORV Sports Park.  
A copy of the letter and its attachments is enclosed as Attachment D. 
 
Summary of the County’s proposal: 

1. IAC will provide an ongoing guarantee of non-competitive funds for M&O and 
development funds. 

2. NOVA grant funds (and event revenue) will cover any and all operating costs, 
including but not limited to: 

• Costs associated with risk management 
• Costs for noise abatement and safety compliance 
• Cost to repair and replace existing facilities 
• Funds sufficient to carry a 10% annual fund balance 

3. NOVA grants will provide funding for capital development as outlined in the ORV 
Park Master Plan. 

4. NOVA grants will fund a noise mitigation study and noise abatement 
improvements. 

5. IAC will agree to depreciate the value of capital improvements funded by NOVA 
and predecessor programs for purposes of calculating reimbursements required 
as a result of facility closure or conversion. 

6. IAC will, pursuant to an existing grant, reimburse the Thurston County for the 
storm water improvements completed, as well as the second phase of those 
improvements. 

7. IAC will, pursuant to an existing grant, reimburse the Thurston County the 
remaining $5,000 for the ORV Park Master Plan once the Commissioners have 
adopted the Plan. 

 
Thurston County’s five-year funding request – New Dollars 
 

M&O $973,038
Capital $620,582
Total $1,593,620

 
 
Available ORV Funding 
Our current projections suggest that the NOVA program would have approximately 
$3,400,000 to $3,700,000 available next biennium (2005-07) and each biennium 
thereafter for all ORV projects.  This includes funds based on the recent passage of 
HB2489 and HB291, but does not include possible future increases if the “5¢” fuel tax 
restriction is removed. 
 
For the remaining fiscal year of the current biennium (2003-05), approximately $2.3 
million is likely to be available for ORV projects.  
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Preliminary Options for IAC consideration: 
 
There appears to be three primary approaches for possible resolution of the issues: 

• Approve funding and funding processes for the Park that are acceptable to 
Thurston County 

• Discontinue NOVA program support for the Thurston County ORV Sports Park 
and work with Thurston and Grays Harbor Counties to close the facility. 

• Discontinue NOVA support for the Thurston County ORV Sports Park and work 
with Thurston County and Grays Harbor County to convert the facility to a 
mutually agreeable recreational alternative. 

 
Each primary option has several possible variations which could be explored in greater 
detail.  Each of the likely approaches is set out below, with a preliminary assessment of 
pros and cons.  Constituents are still reviewing the County’s 2/27/04 letter, and there 
has not been sufficient time to gather extensive comment or input on either the County’s 
proposal or the preliminary options presented below.  For that reason, the items are 
presented as discussion options rather than as recommendations at this time.  
 
This memo will be circulated to the NOVA Advisory Committee simultaneously with the 
mailing to the IAC Board, and will also be posted on IAC’s website.  At the April 2 
meeting, staff will present all comments received, and we anticipate that there will be 
public testimony offered as well.  
 
 
Option 1 – Approve Funding and Funding Processes that will be acceptable to 
Thurston County 
 
Option 1a: Approve the proposal as presented by Thurston County for a five-year 
period through October 30, 2009.   This proposal would reopen the park for organized 
events only.  IAC would approve NOVA Project Agreements for Thurston County to 
allow it to open and manage the ORV Park for the next five years.  IAC would require 
Thurston County to commit to keeping the facility open for this five-year period.  IAC 
would work with Thurston County to determine which facilities should be declared 
obsolete and/or should be depreciated for the purposes of calculating reimbursements 
required in the event of facility closure or conversion at the end of the five-year period.  
By October 1, 2007, Thurston County would submit a new five-year budget request to 
IAC for funding consideration. 
 
Cost of Option 1a: $1,600,000 in funding from a combination of NOVA E&E, NOVA 
ORV M&O, and NOVA ORV Capital Project Agreements.  This amount is new money 
only, and does not include reimbursements under existing grants. 
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Pros Cons 
1.  Greater likelihood that Thurston 

County would reopen the ORV Park 
to ORV competitive use, meeting the 
high need for ORV recreation in 
western Washington. 

1.   No guarantee that Thurston County will 
reopen the Park nor has Thurston County 
committed to long-term management of 
the facility even if IAC approves funding. 

2.  The NOVA program currently has the 
funding capacity to fund the five-year 
proposal. 

2.  Precedent created by authorizing a non-
competitive grant process for both NOVA 
M&O grants and development grants. 

3.  Recognizes costs of liability insurance 
for high risk recreational activities 
may be increasing.  Supports 
increased law enforcement presence 
at these types of recreational 
facilities. 

3.  Requires raising or removing the $100,000 
per year limit for M&O projects as 
approved in the NOVA Plan.  This could 
set a precedent for funding the other two 
ORV sports parks. 

4.  Will help keep open a facility that has 
received approximately $5 million in 
state funding since 1977. 

4.  Proposal does not provide day-use 
recreational opportunities – which may be 
the bulk of desired uses.   

5.  Both motorized and non-motorized 
recreationists support ORV parks. 

5.   Does not require Thurston County to 
invest in this facility. 

 6. May have policy or funding implications for 
other IAC funded projects. 

 7.   Proposal involves unknown costs for 
sound mitigation. 

 
Option 1b:  Approve the Proposal as presented by Thurston County for a five-year 
period through October 30, 2009, with the following modifications:  provide up to 
$50,000 additional funding each year for the County to acquire insurance sufficient to 
keep the facility open for day-use recreation, in addition to organized events.   
 
Option 1c:  Approve the Proposal as presented by Thurston County for a five-year 
period though October 30, 2009, with the following modifications:  provide five years of 
guaranteed funding for M&O and two years of funding for capital development grants.  
This would require the County to compete for capital development grants starting in 
2006.  This option would re-open the Park for organized events only. 
 
Option 1d:  Approve the Proposal as presented by Thurston County for a five-year 
period through October 30, 2009, with the following modifications:  provide five years of 
guaranteed funding for M&O and two years of funding for capital development grants.  
This would require the County to compete for development grants starting in 2006.  Also 
provide up to $50,000 additional funding each year for the County to acquire insurance 
sufficient to keep the facility open for day-use recreation, in addition to organized 
events.  
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Option 2 – Discontinue NOVA program support for the Thurston County ORV 
Sports Park and work with Thurston and Grays Harbor Counties to CLOSE the 
park. 
 
IAC, Thurston County, and Grays Harbor County would work cooperatively to resolve all 
issues related to permanently closing the ORV Park facility. This would include: 

• Determine which facilities should be declared obsolete and/or could be 
depreciated for the purposes of calculating reimbursements required as a result 
of facility closure and/or conversion. 

• Determine what can and should happen to the land. 
• Following IAC’s regular Equipment Liquidation Policy, Thurston County would 

compensate the NOVA fund for all capital equipment purchased by the county for 
the ORV Park. 

• Determine whether the unpaid costs related to existing ORV Park grants should 
offset any amounts owed to the NOVA program. (e.g., stormwater facility @ 
$121,457; master plan @ $5,000) 

 
Pros Cons 
1. Keeps the issue out of the judicial 

system and may therefore reduce 
and/or avoid legal costs. 

1. Western Washington loses its only ORV 
Sports Park. 

2. Does not reimburse Thurston County 
$126,457. 

2. It may not be possible for all parties to 
agree on an equitable solution. 

3. Should put approximately $200,000 
back into the NOVA ORV account 
(does not include any value 
associated with the land). 

3. There are many unanswered questions 
regarding the ATV funds that were used to 
purchase the property. 

 4. Resolution of all issues may take years. 
 5. Numerous complex policy issues are 

involved – conversion, obsolescence, etc.  
 6. Has implications with regard to the other 

ORV Parks and other sponsors that have 
received funding from IAC.   

 
Option 3 – Discontinue NOVA support for the Thurston County ORV Sports Park 
and work with Thurston County and Grays Harbor County to CONVERT the park 
to a mutually agreeable recreational alternative. 
 
Under this approach, the parties would work to ensure the property is open and 
available to public outdoor recreation use – seasonally and/or year-round.  The 
managing agency would have to provide, at minimum, parking for ORV recreationists 
using the ORV trail system in the adjacent Capitol State Forest.   
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The parties would continue to work with to determine whether the conversion requires 
any reimbursements, and / or, consider whether conversion issues could be resolved by 
imposing ineligibility for Thurston County to participate in all IAC grant programs for 
some period of time. 
 
In any event, Thurston County and/or Grays Harbor County would have to reimburse 
the NOVA Program for the fair-market value of the land if the site is ever closed entirely 
to ORV use.  The parties would also need to determine whether the unpaid costs 
related to existing ORV Park grants should off-set any amounts owed the IAC. (e.g., 
stormwater facility @ $121,457; ORV master plan @ $5,000) 
 
Option 3a:  Keeps the park in a use consistent with the NOVA Program.  That is, the 
park would continue to serve the recreationists that contribute to the NOVA Program, 
including: off-road vehicle recreationists, hikers, equestrians, mountain bike riders, 
hunters, sightseers, wildlife viewers, and other users of nonhighway roads.  
 
Pros Cons 
1. Facility can still provide opportunities 

for NOVA related activities – camping, 
sightseeing, wildlife viewing, ORV 
use, hiking, mountain biking, 
horseback riding, etc. 

1. Facility may provide only minimal 
benefit to ORV recreationists, and 
none to ORV recreationists seeking 
the specific experience provided in a 
sports park, e.g., flat-track, etc.  

2. At a minimum, the facility would 
provide parking for ORV trail users.  

2. Western Washington loses its only 
ORV Sports Park. 

3. Keeps 150 acres of recreational land 
available to public use. 

3. May set inappropriate precedence. 

4. Provides a facility that helps support 
recreational use of DNR trails in 
Capitol State Forest. 

 

 
Option 3b: Keep the park in recreational use, but for more general park uses, not 
specifically for recreation types funded under NOVA. 
 
Pros Cons 
1. Keeps 150 acres of recreational land 

available for public use. 
1. Approximately $5 million in ORV 

funding has gone into the facility 
since 1978. 

2.  Recognizes unique nature of this 
facility and its funding history.  

2. Facility may provide only minimal 
benefit to ORV recreationists. 

  3. Western Washington loses its only 
ORV Sports Park. 

 4. Establishes an adverse precedent. 

 
We look forward to discussing these approaches at the April meeting.  
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